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his special CLAGS newsletter goes to press exactly one month after

T

LISA

DUGGAN

hijackers rammed jets into the World Trade Center and the Pentagon and

aimed for a third target before being brought down in the fields of
Pennsylvania. In the days immediately following the attacks, pundits, politicians

and plain folks asserted that our lives in America had been changed forever.
Certainly all of us at CLAGS have been stunned and shaken. Gathering for our first

n the wake of the violence of September

I

n,

people in New York, the United States,
and around the world have been groping for

forms of community that might sustain a
meaningful and effective emotional, political,

board meeting of the year just days later, we expressed our grief, confusion,
anxieties, and fears. Like everyone, no doubt, we questioned the meaning and

and material response. Within the U.S., the

purpose of our lives and our work, as we found ourselves swept into the

responses most supported and circulated by

emergency-parlance category of "non-essential personnel."
But many of us had been in our classrooms in the days following the

mass media have invoked imagined
communities of blood membership — the family

attacks, where our presence as presumed authorities took on heightened urgency.

and the nation. The family is represented as the

Students turned to us for answers, though we did not have easy ones; they

primary site of victimization (fundraising and

sought reassurances from us, though we could hardly promise many. Our respon
sibilities as teachers, writers, thinkers, researchers, felt huge and we traded

support is for "the families of the victims"), and

anecdotes and strategies for how we could seek to live up to them.
And, of course, we struggled to make sense of the catastrophe, believing

intervention (signified by flags and through

the nation the site for mobilization and
patriotism).

that one way in which we scholars and public intellectuals are not "non-essential"

continued on page 2

is in the need, even amid grief and anger, for analysis. As a center focused on
lesbian and gay studies in particular, we asked ourselves what insights or ways of
looking at the world the field might uniquely offer us as we try to get a grip on
the attacks and the unfolding events. This newsletter is our partial ansv^er to that
question: Members of the CLAGS board and community offer their personal
responses to the tragedy and their own takes on how queer theory and LGTBQ
studies provide tools for analyzing various aspects of the events.
In many quarters, any attempts at analysis—particularly those that dare to
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S people have mobilized in response to

world and the role of American foreign policy in fanning it—are being decried as
inappropriate, as akin to justifying the unjustifiable. As scholars who believe that

A

understanding what causes hatred helps to defuse and defeat it (certainly research

consist of supplying information. They're

on homo- and transphobic violence has emphasized this point) we must reject
such calls to close down inquiry and to disavow knowledge. Indeed, as people

absolutely crucial, and I applaud all of those who

privileged to labor in the realm of ideas, we feel a special duty to open up

also want to see, as AIDS activist and theorist

opportunities for inquiry—even more so as we witness efforts to narrow discourse

Douglas Crimp has argued, mourning and

and drown dissent, even on university campuses.
Though we cannot "go back to normal," we take up CLAGS's mission with

suggested that activism ignores mourning at its

as much vigor as ever, firmly believing that the work we do fosters the creativity,

own peril, that it cannot simply displace

inquiry, and full embrace of humanity that are the most powerful answers to

mourning with militancy or fail to address the

hatred and violence, fundamentalism and terror.
We invite your responses on our website, www.clags.org. ♦

ways that anger is also motivated by loss. I

address the reasons for widespread resentment of the US in the Arab and Muslim

the September 11 attacks, I have found
myself uncharacteristically dissatisfied by

analysis of foreign policy and by teach-ins that

have coordinated their energies in this way. But I

militancy brought together. Crimp has

continued on page 4

American history of young people moving from the Midwest into
urban centers on the coasts, in search of sexual and political
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communities. And I think some of the most productive veins in
gay and lesbian history (notably John D'Emilio's 1983 article on

want to see us address the complex range of feelings

capitalism and gay identity) teach us that New York City's status

about what happened on September 11, feelings that

as the financial capital of the United States — its most visible

have rapidly been mobilized to build a national

aspect in the hours and days following the attack — cannot really

discourse of patriotism.
The primary affect of left critique seems to be

be separated from its status as cultural and sexual capital.
Certainly human sexual diversity is not — as some fundamentalist
leaders in the global South, and ill-informed Marxian critics, have

righteous indignation and anger, in its own way a
relative of the anger that is being mobilized into

claimed — a production of western culture or imperialism. Yet

militarism. For those of us who also feel grief, fear,

the specific form and shape of the queer identities and cultures

compassion, and just plain confusion, other public

that I inhabit, and that many New Yorkers affected by Tuesday's

forums of expression are necessary.
The shrines and memorials that have appeared

events inhabit(ed), is just as culturally and economically specific
as were the Twin Towers.
As with other cultural experiences shaped by what Berlant

around New York City in places such as Union Square,

and Warner have called "national heterosexuality," the televised

the Times Square subway station, and fire stations
suggest the range, complexity, power of emotion, and

prayer services and presidential expressions of patriotism have

they offer a popular alternative to the mainstream media

been marked by performances of heterosexuality-as-national-

that is encouraging. Within my classes, I have mostly

security, and as always I have had to read my culture against the

created a forum for students to listen to one another

grain of its hetero-norms. The stirring to life of the national-

about their responses. This, in itself, is not an easy task;

security establishment, and its accompanying discourses, has

it involves being prepared to hear people say things that

returned many Bush administration officials to the Cold-War
attitudes in which they had their political educations. I am afraid

of faculty and students affiliated with women's studies in

that we are likely to see reactivated, in the coming days and

I may radically disagree with. I also organized a meeting

weeks, a set of culturally linked prejudices, xenophobias,

order to discuss the emotional effects of the crisis; a
surprising number of people voiced their sense of the

homophobias, and misogynies. As marginalized peoples, our

inadequacy of the discourse at the anti-war rallies we've

fusion of grief and rage will be specific.
Of course, jerry Falwell has now posited another sort of

the "queerness" of affect and to consider contradictory

had here in Austin. I find it important to acknowledge

"queer reading" of the attack. On one level, there is little of

and confusing responses to be a possible resource rather

interest in his language. However, I do think there is something

than a liability.
So I ask that we add the work of public feelings to

that the left can learn from what he has said: I find myself
disturbed by the interpretation on the part of some leftists that
posits the attack as cosmic retribution. I have rarely aligned

our strategies, that we take on the challenge of

myself with defenses of either US foreign policy or global

addressing people where they are rather than
haranguing them. It will build a stronger more effective

capitalism (the sins for which the attack was supposedly the just

movement in the long run. To this end, we can take

punishment), but I think we need to ask ourselves, in the
tradition of queer theory, to what extent this interpretation relies

inspiration from Amber Hollibaugh's call for a politics of

on old-fashioned narratives of Sodom and Gomorrah, on a style

sexuality that embraces "dangerous desires," that
acknowledges the riskiness and unpredictability of

of storytelling that has not often been good for us as queer
people. This is not to say that we should not reexamine national

feelings. It is short-sighted to dismiss those who are

policies and question the nation's belligerent response — quite

sentiment from the real issues across the globe. It is
important to consider these feelings of terror and grief

on the contrary — and I don't mean to imply that anyone on
this list has suggested that "we had it coming." I simply think
that the loss of life is too great, the crisis is too pressing, for us
to devote our energies to the idea that some people must be

affected by the damage here in the US as distracted by

as the evidence that people have been touched by
systemic forces and to start from there.
I'm asking for something more than a mandatory

expunged from the national body politic or the community of

nod in the direction of feeling bad about what

peoples and cultures. Capitalist greed is no more "responsible"

happened before we get on with the real business of

for Tuesday's attack than gay decadence. Human beings have a

critique. Queer perspectives on sexuality encourage us

great range of values and beliefs, and as queers so horrifically

to embrace non-normative emotional responses as we
build public cultures of feeling that can make our

know, we must love one another or die. ♦

opinions not just heard but felt. ♦
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